PARTY PRESIDENT AND PRIME MINISTER    177
"You don't understand me—"
"I do, Prince, and believe in you. Didn't I keep up my belief from
the days of your self-imposed retirement thirty-odd years ago at the
Nakamura-ro where General Omura and Councillor Kido, the pillars
of the new Government, treated you as a pet? Then you were a pen-
niless, smooth-faced and soft-spoken young man. Nobody knew what
you would be. But your unselfishness impressed my young mind* Soon
I discovered your sincerity. These two qualities hypnotized me be-
cause they were so rare in the teahouse. I knew that the first time I
bowed before my patrons as a full-fledged geisha."
"Huh, I'm a bit confused by your argument, but you are always
sincere, too."
"Prince, I say this to you now without any hard feelings on my part.
When you get tired of me I'll depart, not because I hate you or your
new acquaintance, but because I love you. As I said, to make you
happy is my greatest ambition. If you can have a better dream with a
young round-faced geisha, I'll find my way out."
She wiped her eyes. "Prince, please, promise me two things: Let
me help Shinko as much as I can, and also let me be your best—" she
sobbed softly—"your best friend as long as I live."
"Okiku, what's the matter? Why this sudden outburst?" Saionji
glanced at his watch and looked outside.
"Nothing, nothing, Prince. I wanted to tell you that I still love you.
But—but I, I can't stand seeing anybody come between us. I don't
want to be like the housewives who pretend not to know when their
spouse's affection is stolen."
"Calm yourself, Okiku!" he said sympathetically.
"I am sorry for these tears, Prince, but when I think my parting day
is nearing I want to see two things settled—"
"What are they?" He concealed his embarrassment.
"One is to see Shinko settle down—and the other is to see you be-
come His Majesty's Chief Executive, Soridaijin. I dedicated my life
for Shinko's sake to the Asakusa Kwarmont Goddess of Mercy, and
for your sake to the Tsurugaoka Hachiman Shrine at Kamakura."
The rain had carried the heat and clouds away. The sky over the
Musashi Valley was like crystal. A small rainbow stretched its sash
from the corner of the Saionji house to the end of the rice field. The
flowers that Saionji had planted in his litde garden had fre$hened in
the rain.

